Waterfowl of North America, Europe, and Asia: An Identification Guide by Sébastien Reeber. 2016. Princeton University Press, Princeton, NJ, USA. x þ 656 pp., 72 color plates, 650 photographs. $45 (hardcover). ISBN 978-0-691-16266-9.
Sébastien Reeber has produced a brilliantly illustrated, comprehensive refe r e n c e g u i d e t o t h e identification, distribution, and taxonomic lineage of 83 common species of waterfowl. This wide-ranging book delivers a rem a r k a b l e a m o u n t o f information, spanning three continents and encompassing nearly half of the global Anseriformes. The species accounts are disseminated among nine tribes of waterfowl, including Dendrocygnini (whistling-ducks; 3 species), Anserini (geese; 15 species), Cygnini (swans; 4 species), Plectropterini (comb ducks; 1 species), Tadornini (shelducks and sheldgeese; 4 species), Anatini (dabbling ducks; 22 species), Aythyini (diving ducks; 11 species), Mergini (sea ducks; 20 species), and Oxyurini (stifftail ducks; 3 species).
The book's 72 color plates, in-depth descriptive species accounts, global distribution maps, and corresponding photographs represent the variation of plumage by age class, gender, and molting stage for ducks, geese, and swans of North America and Eurasia. There are more than 650 photographs of waterfowl exhibiting a range of postures: birds in standing positions with forward-, sideways-, and backward-facing postures; birds in flight, takeoff, and landing positions; and birds resting on the water. Close-up photographs of individual birds and of flocks are used to demonstrate plumage variation within species. Impressively, the molt phase of the bird is identified in each photograph. Unlike other reference guides, this one includes extensive descriptions of morphological details such as bill shape and wear patterns of secondary flight feathers that can aid in age and sex determination for most of the species listed. The author also provides full details of the taxonomic lineage of each species and related subspecies.
The extent of the detail on molt and plumage is remarkable. As the author notes, each plumage is the direct result of a previous molt occurrence (i.e. prebasic or prealternate molt). Coverage of molt strategies includes the timing of molt and the extent to which feathers are molted during various life stages. Understanding the molting phenology of waterfowl is essential for accurate identification and ageing, and Reeber provides detailed discussion accompanied by photographs that facilitate identification of waterfowl in various molt stages. The presence of such a descriptive section is unique among most practical identification guides, making Waterfowl of North America, Europe, & Asia one of the most complete waterfowl identification guides available.
By far the most impressive components between the covers of this guide are the detailed descriptions, handsketched illustrations, and high-quality photographs of more than 100 hybrids of waterfowl. The hand-sketched illustrations of hybrids are embedded within the color plates and mixed in among illustrations of common waterfowl, making it relatively easy to compare physical traits of hybrids with parent species once the illustrations are located. The hybrid plates are not exactly easy to find without using the hybrid index in the back of the text. For example, some common hybrid occurrences such as the Wood Duck (Aix sponsa) 3 Mallard (Anas platyrhynchos) hybrid appear on Plate 25, immediately following the parent species (Wood Duck) on Plate 24. However, some less common hybrids appear on a plate near the end of the section for each tribe; for example, the American Wigeon (Anas americana) 3 Northern Shoveler (Anas clypeata) hybrid appears on Plate 39 and the parent species appear on Plates 28 and 35, respectively.
The author notes that the photographs of hybrids were taken in the field and not in a captive environment. A gallery of 24 photographs is included near the front of the book, immediately following the discussion of hybridization. It is unclear exactly how many photographs of hybrids are presented, because hybrid photographs are interspersed within the context of each species account. The prevalence of global hybridization in waterfowl is on the rise; consequently, conservation threats to the population viability of species that experience frequent hybridization, such as the American Black Duck (Anas rubripes) in eastern North America, are ever increasing-thus warranting the timely delivery of this guide to facilitate accurate identification of hybrids by both professional biologists and amateur birders. I recommend this book (or one of the other versions of it; see below) to all waterfowl biologists and assistants to encourage accurate identification of potential hybrids that are captured in banding operations.
Reeber provides evidence of geographic variation in morphological attributes such as plumage, measurements, body mass, and vocalization when they are present in species across their range. Unlike most compact identification guides, this one provides additional inserts for each species account that discuss habitat and life-cycle stages as well as species distribution and population status. The species distribution maps, inserted within the color plates, display the species range during breeding, wintering, and year-round residency. Given the global perspective of this guide, the distribution maps are very general in appearance and may make it hard to discern the boundary of a species distribution for someone who is unfamiliar with a particular geographic location.
The extensive amount of information and depth of coverage in this book make it impractical for use in the field. It is considerably bulkier than a typical field guide, with overall dimensions of 7 3 9.75 3 1.75 inches and a weight of 3.6 lbs. The beautifully illustrated cover is constructed of nondurable paper that easily tears within a few days of being in a backpack. However, despite its size, this book should serve well as a shelf guide to waterfowl in the library of any waterfowl enthusiast.
In summary, Sébastien Reeber's Waterfowl of North America, Europe, and Asia is an excellent identification and reference guide to common and hybrid waterfowl and is recommended for those who do not already have another edition (the book was first published in French in 2015 as Canards, Cygnes et Oies d'Europe, d'Asie et d'Amérique du Nord, and another English-language edition for the European market was published as Wildfowl of Europe, Asia and North America).
